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Chapter I
Backgrounds of Nineteenth-Century
Russian and American Society

For ages, women have fallen victim to social pressures.
They have

in most eras been suppressed by society, which is

dominated by masculine laws.
freedom of their own.

Women have rarely enjoyed

Law, custom, and tradition

defined women as daughters, wives, and mothers.
women accepted their passive roles.

have

Most of the

Other options started

becoming available to women only in the second half of the
nineteenth century.

Yet, traditional expectations remained

for a long time unaltered, and it required considerable
courage and determination for a woman to step out of the
prison-house of her family sphere.

In the early part of the

nineteenth century, in any part of the world, whether in
Russia or in America, we find women terribly oppressed by
social pressures.

Among millions, only a few had the

courage to rebel and they became victims of society.

Even

at the end of the nineteenth century, some, like Anna, the
central character of Leo Tolstoy's novel, Anna Karenina
(1876), tried to cross their boundaries and yet expected to
have a place in society.

Again some, like Edna, the

protagonist of Kate Chopin's novel, The Awakening (1899),

rebelled against the restrictions of society and tried to
establish their independence.

But society would never

accept them, and thus they had to cut themselves off
altogether by putting an end to their lives.

In my thesis,

I shall explore the lives of these two characters, who
belonged to the late nineteenth-century Russian and American
societies, to find out how social pressures act upon them
and make them victims of society.

In doing so, it is

necessary to take a look at the nineteenth century social
background and the place of women in it in both America and
Russia.

In this context it is worth mentioning that

Tolstoy's Anna Karenina possibly influenced Chopin's The
Awakening, which was written over twenty years later.
In nineteenth-century Russia, to be female meant to be
subordinate to males as it did elsewhere in Europe.

Women

essentially held three positions: daughter, wife, and
mother.

only the position of the mother was treated with

some respect and was not regarded as a position that was
subordinate to the males.

The law and custom of Russia

subordinated Russian women to men even more than their
European sisters.

We get a clear picture of the nineteenth

century Russian society and the position of women in it from
Barbara Alpern Engel's book, Mothers And Daughters:

Women

of the Intelligentsia in Nineteenth-Century Russia.

She

writes that "Family law required unconditional obedience of
wife to husband" (7).

Custom granted men the right to use
2

force to chastise recalcitrant wives.

Children were taught

to submit totally to patriarchal authority.

The

peasant-women were expected to devote much of their
time and
attention to labor, whereas noblewomen managed complex
households in the countryside or fulfilled a variety of
social obligations in the city.

As G. W. Lapidus points out

in his book, Women in Soviet Society, in the upper strata of
the nineteenth-century Russian society, the role of women
was severely circumscribed.

Universities and professional

schools were essentially closed to women, while secondary
education was extremely limited in scope and content (28).
The education of a woman, writes Lapidus, "was designed to
prepare her for a vocation as wife and mother in an
aristocratic household, and marriage was the only avenue
through which most women might hope to raise their social
status" (28).

Unequal inheritance laws and legal

arrangements always reinforced the authority of the husband;
and they combined to deny a married woman a separate legal

identity, mobility, and the skills and freedom to seek
employment.

Thus according to Lapidus, "Cultural

conditioning rather than natural inferiority" (29) was the
chief cause for the subordinate position of women.
In the upper strata of urban society in Russia, women
were entirely confined to the home and were to submit to
their husbands in almost everything.

If a wife disobeyed,

as Engel points out, "it was her husband's duty to punish
3

her, physically if necessary. . . " (9-10).

Noblewomen too,

like their lower class sisters, were subject to the
patriarchal authority of the male head of the family.
Society expected women to marry, most women did, and
In marriage,

marriage meant almost continual childbearing.

a woman vowed to obey her husband as head of the household.
She was to abide with him in love, respect, and complete
obedience and to render him every service and affection as
keeper of the house.

Engel describes the husbands who

usually appeared "cold as well as distant, less human beings
than representatives of a rigidly hierarchical,
authoritarian social order" (13).

A husband

always held

thoroughly conventional idea about a woman's place; for him,
a woman was merely an object.
The Russian society

in the nineteenth century provided

almost no options for a woman who thought critically about
her family role and rejected the values that would have
enabled her to endure it.

Those who sought to expand

women's prerogatives on an individual level acted in
isolation, whereas those women who accepted their family
roles and adhered to their mothers' values won support and
admiration.

A

mother's active role in relation to her

daughter began just when the daughter passed childhood.

It

was then the mother's responsibility to see that the
daughter got married.

As Engel writes, "At about the age of

sixteen, a girl entered her mother's world, the world of
4

women.

At that point, mothers in well-to-do families taught

their daughters the requisite social skills and sometimes
arranged marriages" (12).

The mother-daughter ties

facilitated a girl's adaptation to her appropriate social
role and ensured that she successfully passed from her
father's authority to her husband's--the mother acting as a
kind of agent for a male-dominated society.

If a girl tried

to choose a different path, the mother's duty was to keep
her on the conventional one.
Marriage provided a woman's only avenue for social
mobility, and a noblewoman's fate ultimately depended on the
man she married.

If she married well, then a noblewoman

would be able to consign household labor to others while she
Raised in isolation and

engaged in the social life.

ignorance of real life, and filled with romantic notions
about their future, pupils had little incentive to interest
themselves in the humdrum aspects of domesticity.

They

dreamt of glamorous social life, a life of "parties, dances,
and courtships of brilliant cavaliers" (Engel 25).

Only

fortunate few would marry well and enjoy social life.
would not marry at all but become female dependents.

a

Some
If

their families could not maintain them, they became
governesses and teachers' assistants.

Both these positions

were viewed by women as utterly unappealing.
The Russian society in the nineteenth-century also
consisted of several classes--the serfs; the peasants;
the
5

upper class bourgeois society; and the nobil
ity. The upper
class society had its subdivisions consisting
of high
government officials, clever, learned, ambitious
men and
benevolent old women, and finally the society desc
ribed by
Tolstoy "of balls, of dinners, of sumptuous dresse
s, the

world that hung on to the court with one hand so
as to avoid
sinking to the level of the demi-monde" (135).
Men expected
their wives to know how to supervise a household and
serfs.

Women were thus expected to forget their formal educatio
n

and set about acquiring practical skills.

The institute

g raduates were regarded as "eccentric scholarly women"
and
"If they wanted to fit into the society, they had to
hide
their accomplishments" (Engel 26).

Gradually, there arose

a sense of disappointment among women, and they demanded
more opportunity for their own self-realization and more
gratification from their relationships with men.
In Anna Karenina we get a vivid picture
different classes in society.

of the

We get a clear picture of t
he

capitalistic society in Russia, the condition of the

nobility, the landowners, and the peasants in a changing

society, and the condition of women in it.

The urban

society is reflected through the unhappy marriages and t
he
corrupt life-style of the nobility. The landed nobility
were perturbed by the growing disintegration and
impoverishment of the family.
without financial security.

They foresaw their children

In contrast, the peasants
6

enjoyed a happy family life.

The city was the bearer of

social evil and the source of corrupt influence on the
country.

The bourgeois nobility was marked by deceitful and

corrupt men and women.

The moral and spiritual collapse of

the higher strata of the nobility and aristocracy is vividly
depicted in the novel.

The Czarist bureaucrats and their

acts of embezzlement of state property are portrayed.

The

gilded youth of st. Petersburg are a typical product of the
aristocratic society.

Their behavior is motivated by their

desire for pleasure, rather than by morality.

Tolstoy's

setting vividly depicts the cruel truth about capitalistic
society with its inhuman exploitation.

In such a society,

hostility, hate, and careerism are firmly establ ished and
everyone is busy in ruthless money-making; one cannot
recognize one's human dignity or exercise one's right for
true happiness.

Women in such a society, having no liberty

of their own, were confined within their family circle.
Therein lies the tragedy of an individual, irresolvable
under the conditions of such a society.
The social condition of the nineteenth-century southern
American woman was not much different from the condition of
women in Russia.

we can get a clear picture of the southern

woman from Anne Firor Scott's book, The Southern Lady: Fr
om
She describes the
.
b .
II
nineteenth-century South ern woman as a su missive wife
Pedestal to Politics, 1830-1930.

whose reason for being was to love, honor, obey, and
7

occasionally amuse her husband, to bring up his children and
manage his household. . . .
protection" (4).

She depended upon male

From their earliest childhood, girls were

trained to the ideals of perfection and submission.

The

schools where the girls were sent emphasized correct female
behavior more than intellectual development.

Intelligence

in women was considered by men as distressing rather than
pleasing. Women made heroic efforts to live up to what was
expected of them.

One of the main issues was obedience to

the husband.

Husbands were frequently referred to as "Lord"

and "Master."

Religion confirmed society's view that women

were inferior to men.

Southerners held on to the

patriarchal family structure.

As Scott writes, "Women,

along with children and slaves, were expected to recognize
their proper and subordinate place and to be obedient to the
head of the family" (17).

In other words, a Southern woman

was to behave as the ideal of perfection.
virtue, the Southern woman was

II

idolized as a goddess, a
(Holland 9). This

lily-pure maid and the mother of God"
ideal placed a great strain upon women.
and tolerated their role.

A symbol of

Yet they accepted

The institutions and mores of the

society all pointed in the same direction.

The same message

was preached by the churches, schools, parents, books and
even magazines:

"be a lady and you will be loved and

respected and supported" (Scott 20).

Women were expected to

perform two main roles after marriage--those of a wife and
8

of a mother.

Thereafter a woman was likely to work hard for

the rest of her life, as marriage meant almost continuous
childbearing.

The knowledge that the work she did was

essential gave meaning to her life.

In Scott's view, a

husband was never bothered by the fact that the woman was
"too amiable" to desire what would make him unhappy and too
judicious to step beyond the sphere of her sex.

A husband

would never discuss such matters with his wife which he
thought would disturb their peace (Scott 45).
The changes in the lives of women that came about in
the late nineteenth-century have been clearly described by
Lois Kincaid Holland in her book, Woman's Quest for
Self-Fulfillment : A Major Theme in Kate Chopin's Writings.
She mentions that this was a time of great social tension in
America.

Industrialization was changing traditional ways of

life, bringing rural families into the cities in ever
increasing numbers.

The urbanization of the country

following the Civil War started upsetting accepted patterns
of behavior.

Women had been thus far confined to the

domestic duties of matrimony and motherhood.

But now, they

gradually began, "attending colleges, entering professions
and pushing for social reform" (7).

The "Liberated Woman"

or the "New Woman" of the twentieth century gradually
started coming into being.

The "New Woman" in the eyes of

the public, not surprisingly, was not universally admired.
However, the women of the working class enjoyed more
9

Upper and

independence than their more privileged sisters.

middle class women, as Holland points out, ''clung to their
gilded confinement in clinging to the privileges of their
class" (8).

This confinement made the lives of married

women parasitic, as they were subject entirely to masculine
laws.

The married woman enjoyed her place in society but

enjoyed no rights therein whereas the unmarried female had
all the legal rights of a man, but was excluded from social
life.

As there was no need for privileged Southern women to

work, even about their own homes, labor became for them a
degradation, while dependence

and helplessness were

considered noble traits, as Holland explains (9).

The

idolized Southern woman had ample time and encouragement to
develop rare social gifts and accomplishments.

Such women

were acclaimed as well for their great physical beauty.
But after the Civil War, as Holland writes, this life of
idyllic leisure was ended forever, for scores of Southern
women
force.

were forced off their pedestals and into the work
Still, among the wealthy, the myth of the Southern

woman existed beyond the end of the nineteenth century (9).
The nineteenth-century society in the American South
was a society in which men made the rules, and women were
kept in a state of tutelage and regarded as property or as
servants.

As Seyersted in his biography of Chopin explains,

"The female's capital was her body and her innocence and she
had to be attractive and playful enough for the man to want
10

her"(103).

A woman always played a passive role, that of a

self-obliterating object, and she could never attempt to
influence her fate, even if it broke her heart.

A woman was

defined as "someone's daughter," "someone's wife,"
"someone's mother," and "someone's mistress" with no
individuality of her own.

As Wendy Martin points out in her

introduction to New Essays on The Awakening, "this was a
period of extreme sexual repression of women of the upper
and middle classes.

In general, proper women were not

perceived as having sexual needs, or as being capable of
experiencing erotic pleasures" (16).

For a respectable

woman, the sex act was one of self-sacrifice; the true woman
was passionless.
In the lower South, where the inhabitants were
overwhelmingly French and Spanish in origin, the situation
of women was somewhat different.

Descendants of the

original settlers were called Creoles.

They belonged to the

old aristocracy and were still proud of their illustrious
past and clung to their French language and customs. Late in
the nineteenth century the Creole women still lived

with

their French attitudes and were literally their husbands'
property.

They could, as Holland notes, "claim neither

their wealth nor their children as their own and were not
allowed to sign legal contracts without their husbands'
consent" (18).

It was common for Creole women to accept

maternity as total fulfillment, to be outspoken on sexual
11

matters, and "to take frank pleasure in sensual indulgence''
(Holland 18).

In the Creole society, married women were at

ease among men to drink wine with dinner and brandy after,
as Holland points out, and they smoked and listened to the
men's "risque jokes" (18).

For the Creole women, romance

was simply an aristocratic amusement.

The disastrous war

seems to have made little impact on the lives of the Creole
women; the tradition which dictated their life-style
continued as usual: men usually married for money, rather
than for love, and whatever occasioned the match the
responsibility of wives was much the same everywhere.

The

wives of rich men in cities had time for a gay social
existence.

Still as Scott points out, "For most Southern

women, the domestic circle was the world" (42).

Girls

married young and might go on having children for thirty
years.

courtships and love affairs supplied much of the

excitement in a relatively uneventful rural society.
most women, life was narrow and provincial.

For

The

nineteenth-century woman was not at all independent of

man.

Women did not have the right to assert themselves, or to
live and love without regard to conventions and moral rules.
Even if a marriage was ill-matched, it was expected that the
wife should not fall to temptation, but try her best so that
the marriage would work out.

Usually, the housewives led

useless, degrading lives, having given up everything of
theirs after marriage and belonging no longer to themselves.
12

A wife's primary duty was to devote herself to her husband
and to the raising of her children.
The Creole city of New Orleans, the general setting for
Chopin's novel, The Awakening. was known for its European
sophistication and worldliness. But the sexuality that was
expected, or even demanded, of women of color was not
tolerated in their Caucasian counterparts.

There was a

general acceptance of the notion of separate spheres for men
and women.

The public sphere belonged to men, and women

were assigned to the private sphere of domestic life.

Men

were associated with reason, objectivity, law; women with
emotion, subjectivity, and ritual.
encoded in the private sphere.

Feminine virtue was

There were strict rules

governing feminine propriety in New Orleans.
were especially pertinent to Creole women.

These rules
The Summer

Colony at Grand Isle mentioned in Chopin's novel is a colony
of women and children and

as Martin points out, this female

community shares a cohesive Roman Catholic Creole culture
(20).

In such a society women who did not want to stick to

the roles of the "mother-woman" were not acceptable.
Whoever stepped out to recognize her own human dignity and
individuality was doomed.
Thus we notice that in both Russian and Southern
American societies of the late nineteenth-century, women
were treated

more or less in the same way.

They were

looked upon as ideals of perfection with no individuality of
13

their own.

They were expected to play only specific

roles--those of daughter, wife and mother.

They had no

freedom of their own, since they were dominated by their
husbands and were not allowed to go out and work.

They were

confined within the prison-house of their family sphere.
Husbands

rarely thought that their wives could be unhappy.

Women were expected to satisfy the passions of men without
satisfying any of their own.

The male-dominated society did

not want the women to be educated, because if they were, it
would mean that they would try to assert their own
individuality.

For these reasons men thought it better to

keep them within the family, teach them housework and get
them married so they could bear children.

In the two

novels, Anna Karenina and The Awakening, we notice the two
protagonists, Anna and Edna, facing similar social
situations.

They are not happy with their marriages. Their

husbands cannot satisfy their passionate natures.

They are

expected to remain within their families and manage their
households.

Anna is married not to a man, but to a machine.

She longs for love and this love she finds with another man.
She yields to him and leaves her family.

But society will

not accept her as a mistress.

She is ashamed of her

situation, but has no choice.

Finally, her shame and guilt

force her to put an end to her life and thus escape the
humiliation of society.

Edna is not ready to remain

confined within her family circle and perform her roles of
14

wife and mother as prescribed by society.

She wishes to

become an individual with an identity of her own.

Thus she

She undergoes at the same

thinks of leaving her family.

time a sexual awakening and realizes that she has every
But society will not accept

right to satisfy her passion.

such a daring woman, and she thinks that a life prescribed
by society is not worth living.

So she chooses her own

death and falls a victim to society.

The following chapters

shall describe in detail how each of

these women characters

collapses under the pressures of her individual society.

15

Chapter II
Anna Karenina
Social pressures played a significant role in the lives
of women in the nineteenth-century patriarchal society of
Russia, as we see in Tolstoy's novel, Anna Karenina.

Most

women were happy to accept their traditional roles and
remained passive.

But the courageous ones tried to break

out of their roles, and in the process gradually realized
the futility of their efforts.

Tolstoy gives us a woman

protagonist in Anna, who has no options but to choose death
and become a victim of society.

Tolstoy's genius for

viewing social classes in a large context and for sketching
the subtlest human gestures, particularly those of the
women, becomes most

evident in Anna Karenina.

Sensual,

rebellious, Anna renounces respectable marriage and fine
position for a passionate involvement which offers a taste
of freedom and a trap for destruction.

But she belongs to a

society where social custom prohibits female autonomy.

She

is expected to be totally dependent on her husband and
satisfy

and fulfill his desires

and passions.

No one was

bothered with the question of whether or not she was happy.
Tolstoy depicts this condition of women in the late
nineteenth-century Russian society very vividly through the
character of Anna.

Anna belongs to the upper class bourgeois society.
Being a woman, she is destined by society to raise children
and be mistress of her household.

She is more victimized by

culture and society than her male counterpart and is more
sensitive to the social restrictions on her quest for
personal meaning.

She is the most natural of the urban

characters in the novel, because she responds to her
emotions.

She is married to a man who is devoid of human

sentiments and acts like a dummy, or a machine.

Anna's

passionate nature can never be satisfied with such a
marriage.

Her husband is proud of his rational and

intellectual nature.

He symbolizes the very bureaucracy

which governs Russia from its capital seat in st.
Petersburg.

His institutionalized procedure provides no

answer to the basic life problems that he faces.
essay, ''The Social Bases of

In his

Anna Karenina," s. P. Bychkov

says of Karenin, "He is a typical example of a Czarist
bureaucrat and subordinates all his emotions, desires and
thoughts to his career; his passion for success absorbs
everything else" {831).

Anna, too, thinks that her husband

spends his whole life working at a job which requires
rejecting real life; and whenever he confronts life, he
pushes it aside.

So it is natural that Anna should reject

such a man and look for someone who would return her love.
rt is the strength of her inner nature that enables Anna to
cast off from conventional society and seek love as her
17

basic definition.
Tolstoy gives us a clear picture of the late
nineteenth-century Russian society by depicting people
people through their manners and their unhappy marriages.
As R.P. Blackmur points out in his essay, "Incarnation,"
"unhappy marriage is the image of society in momentum"
(100).

He further adds that "Anna craves to transmute what

moves her from underneath-- all that can be meant by libido,
not sex alone--into personal, individual, independent love"
(100).

We first hear of Anna on her arrival at Moscow

repair the broken marriage of her brother Stiva.

to

This is

very ironic because it marks the beginning of the shattering
of her own marriage.

When the train arrives, Vronsky's

mother introduces him to Anna and immediately her face
catches his attention.

At this time, the sudden accident at

the station which Anna refers to as a "bad omen" (Tolstoy
80) makes her shudder; this incident foreshadows her own
doom.

From the very beginning Tolstoy presents Anna as a

very charming personality, full of kindness and warmth.

Her

eagerness and freshness, and the elasticity of her
movements, seem to be those of a girl in her twenties, while
her seriousness and mournful smile attract the young girl
Kitty to her maturity.

She becomes the object of

fascination and love for everyone in her brother's
household.

But, at the same time her charm is "devilish and

strange" (Tolstoy 97).

However, her most attractive
18

qualities are her naturalness and emotional depth.

She

responds with her heart and not by applying social
principles.

Counseling Dolly to forgive Stiva, Anna argues

from the standpoint of her inner emotions: "I do not know
how much love there still is in your heart for him.

You

alone know what I mean, whether there's enough love for you
to be able to forgive him.
{Tolstoy 84).

If there is, then forgive him"

Next we see Anna at the ball, where through

the viewpoint of Kitty we watch Vronsky fall under Anna's
spell.

She sees them dancing opposite to each other.

On

Anna's face appear the signs of excitement and success while
Vronsky's expression bears a look of "submission and
bewilderment . . . like that of an intelligent dog when it
feels guilty" {Tolstoy 97).

Capable of deep and strong

passions, her whole being is directed towards love.

But she

is quick to realize the futility of such a relationship,
being herself a wife and mother, and she decides to leave
Moscow in order to avoid Vronsky.
Anna is relieved to be on the train and thinks of
resuming her nice comfortable way of life.

She thinks of

Vronsky and wonders at her vague feeling of shame when there
is nothing to be ashamed about.

But the sudden appearance

of Vronsky at the next station fills her with a feeling of
joyful pride when he looks at her with reverence and
devotion.

He tells her: "You know that I'm going in order

to be where you are, I can't help it'' (Tolstoy 116).
19

At

this, she begs him to forget the statement he has just
uttered.

She meets her husband at the station, but now she

feels dissatisfied with his imposing and frigid figure, his
high pitched voice, now noticing how his ears stick out.
She suddenly recognizes, for the first time, "that old
familiar feeling indistinguishable from hypocrisy which she
experienced in her relation with her husband; but she had
not been conscious of it before, while now she was clearly
and painfully aware of it" (Tolstoy 118).

Thus Anna's

experience of the emotional stimulation through Vronsky
makes her dislike her husband's appearance for the first
time and also brings disappointment upon first seeing her
son after her return from Moscow.

The life that she is

familiar with has already been changed under the influence
William

of the passion to which she is still unawakened.

Rowe rightly points out in his essay on Anna Karenina that
"the change in Anna is masterfully reflected in her feeling
that Karenin has changed for the worse" (68).
Karenin mixes with the society of elderly, benevolent,
pious women and their learned, ambitious husbands.
too, is closely connected with this circle.

Anna,

But feeling

bored and suspicious of hypocrisy, Anna prefers to join the
other circle--that of balls and dinner parties.

In this

circle Anna and Vronsky start meeting each other frequently.
At one of the dinner parties, they are engrossed in talk.
Anna begs him to leave her if he loves her.
20

But Vronsky

tells her that it is impossible for him to live separately
from her.

Anna is unable to reply and looks into his face

with eyes full of love.

Meanwhile, Karenin comes into the

scene and notices his wife in her animated conversation with
Vronsky.

He also notices the disapproval of the other

guests at their action: " But not only those ladies, almost
everyone in the room . . .

looked several times in the

direction of the two who had withdrawn from the general
circle, as though that were a disturbing fact" (Tolstoy
153).

For the first time he tries to imagine what his wife

thinks and feels, whether she could possibly stop loving him
and turn to someone else.

He is filled with jealousy

is horrified to suddenly confront life itself.

and

That night

they talk about the incident of the evening and Anna wonders
how easily she can lie.
immediately.

Karenin realizes this change in her

He feels that

the depths of her soul, which

had always been open to him, now close against him. He warns
her that her "thoughtlessness" and "indiscretion" might
result in her being spoken of in society.

Anna smartly

answers him by saying: "One day you don't like me to be
I was not

bored, another day you don't like me to be gay.
bored.

Does that offend you?" (Tolstoy 158).

perceptively notes

Rowe

that Karenin adopts a rather

conventional approach toward the problem of his wife's
guilt.

When he suspects Anna's true feelings for Vronsky,

Rowe writes, "he decides to warn her on four counts: first,
21

the opinion of society; second, the religious meaning of
marriage; third, the consequences for their son; fourth, her
own unhappiness."

He

concludes by saying that "the fact

that Karenin places social propriety first suggests the
rigidity of his attitude towards Anna's

'guilt' " (69).

Their talk marks a new life for Anna and Karenin.
Though outwardly unchanged, their intimate relations
completely alter.

Karenin feels helpless dealing with his

wife: "Like an ox, his head bent meekly, he waited for the
blow of the ax which was raised over him" (Tolstoy 160).
Meanwhile, Anna continues to be more intimate with Vronsky,
although she is filled with a sense of shame.

She tells

Vronsky that he makes her feel "guilty of something"
(Tolstoy 151).

She strains all the forces of her mind to

say what she ought, but instead she fixes on him a look
filled with love.

As Rowe suggests, "Vronsky correctly

interprets this eloquent look as a confession of love.

Even

though Anna keeps on trying to dissuade him, her look said
something entirely different"(69).

Vronsky satisfies his

one desire which has absorbed him for nearly a year, and
Anna is overcome by her sense of degradation.

Her shame

infects him, and Vronsky feels as a murderer must feel upon
seeing the body of his victim: "The body he had deprived of
life was their love, the first stage of their love.

There

was something dreadful and loathsome in the recollection of
what had been paid for by this terrible price of shame"
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(Tolstoy 161).

The murderer must enjoy the fruits of his

crime and Anna sadly submits to his kisses, for "these
kisses are what have been bought by that shame" (Tolstoy
161}. She tells Vronsky, "It's all over, I've nothing left
but you. Remember that" {Tolstoy 162}.

The shame, rapture,

horror she feels upon stepping into a new life drive all
other feelings from her.

She has no peace of mind left

except in her dreams when she dreams that "both of them were
her husbands and both made passionate love to her" {Tolstoy
162}.

As both caress her, she explains to them laughing

that "that was much simpler and that now both of them were
happy and contented" {Tolstoy 162}.

Anna's dream "weighed

on her like a nightmare, and she woke up in terror" {Tolstoy
162) .
Anna's awakening passion gradually changes her social
life.

She realizes that her emotionally incomplete

existence as the faithful wife of a man whom she does not
The other source of deceit

love is basically hypocritical.

is adultery, which is a condition of fraud defined by
society.

But adultery provides the only means by which Anna

can redeem her false marriage.
a true love relationship.

with Vronsky she can achieve

This conflict between emotional

truth and formal truth is the basis of Anna's tragedy.
Karenin points out the social consequences of her
Anna can barely suppress a smile.

When

behavior,

Social convention, to

her, is a trivial matter compared with emotional values, and
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her feelings for Karenin are trivial compared with her
passion for Vronsky.

Her dream of having two husbands is

that of an outlaw; having broken one of the most forceful
social conventions, Anna denies herself the protection of
society.

While Vronsky's life runs its normal course with

its social and military obligations, his passion absorbs his
inner life.

Society has various reactions.

The younger men

envy him; his brother disapproves; his mother, thinking an
affair in the highest society is "a finishing touch to a
brilliant young man" (Tolstoy 185) disapproves when she
hears that Vronsky has refused an important post in order to
remain in Petersburg.

Meanwhile, the women of Anna's circle

await the turn of public opinion before falling upon her
with the full weight of their scorn: "They were already
preparing the lumps of mud they would throw at her when the
time came" and most of the older people were unhappy "about
the imminent social scandal" (Tolstoy 185).
It is significant that Anna's announcement of her
pregnancy occurs at the same time Vronsky's passion for
horses bears fruit.

In the steeplechase that follows, the

mare Frou-Frou loses her life.

The close relation between

the rider and the mount is akin to Vronsky's bond with Anna.
The intensity of

what society would call their unlawful

love is like the intensity of the steeplechase, with their
life running a course of obstacles which both must overcome
as one until their race against moral law is won.
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Frou-Frou's entire being exists for racing, while Anna's
exists for loving.

The mare's breaking her back in

fulfilling the purpose of her existence foreshadows Anna's
subsequent doom.

Henri Toyat agrees, saying, "Through

Vronsky's fault, she [the mare] falls and breaks her back
during the steeplechase, prefiguring Anna's suicide, to
which she was driven by her lover's indifference"

(386).

Though Vronsky loves Frou-Frou, his passion for racing is
basically frivolous and self-indulgent.

Similarly, in his

love affair, although he is deeply in love, he is not
committed to Anna as she is to him.

At the race Anna gazes

after one rider, and after Vronsky's fall she weeps with
Karenin is quick to notice

relief that he is not killed.

and remarks on her ••unbecoming behavior" in public.

It is

at this point that Anna confesses her love for Vronsky to
Karenin.
of him.
you.

She tells him: "I am listening to you and thinking
I love him.

I am his mistress.

I am afraid of you.

with me" {Tolstoy 223).

I hate you.

I cannot endure
Do what you like

At this point Rowe suggests that

"Anna is ominously unable to conduct her affair with
socially acceptable discretion" (70).
After her confession, Karenin tells himself that she
is guilty, not he.
her crime.
her.

He now desires that she be punished for

He decides to act in such a way as to punish

He insists that his wife live as before, without

seeing Vronsky.

Legal divorce or separation is not
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feasible, since the scandal would injure him and the guilty
would be united.

Soon afterward, Anna decides that she has

tried in vain to love Karenin and she attempts
self-justification when she thinks that she is not at fault
She

if God has filled her with a desire to love and live.
desires to put an end to her false and dishonorable
marriage.

So we see that in her society it is the husband

who decides to punish the wife without making the least
effort of knowing what made her commit such an act.

In her

distress she imagines that Vronsky, loving her less, finds
her a burden.

She feels that

everything in her soul is

double, claimed by conflicting loyalties to the two men in
her life.

At this moment she receives Karenin's note with

the threat that he will take her son if she persists in her
unlawful ways.

Enraged and frustrated, she realizes that

she is not strong enough to escape such an intolerable
situation.

Having never tasted freedom in love, she would

remain the guilty wife constantly threatened with exposure,
deceiving her husband for a disgraceful liaison with a man
whose life she could not share.

Vronsky suggests that she

leave her husband; however, Anna is not ready to leave her
son.

Vronsky tells her either

she should leave her child

or maintain her degrading position.

But Anna's passion for

Vronsky is so great that she thinks if Vronsky loves her,
nothing can humiliate her.

still in her mind she knew "her

foreboding that everything would remain as it was had not
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deceived her" (Tolstoy 324).

She arrives at st. Petersburg

where she meets her husband, who demands his wife's conduct
to be above the suspicions of even the servants.

He allows

her all the privileges of a respectable wife without
fulfilling the duties of one.
Totally estranged, the Karenins live as before and Anna
continues to meet Vronsky away from home.

All of them

endure their misery, longing for a change. Things gradually
worsen.

Anna delivers her baby girl but falls very sick.

Her death-bed crisis reverses the process of her love
affair. In her illness she cries out to Vronsky, pointing to
Karenin--"Look at him! He is a saint!" (Tolstoy 419)-asks forgiveness from her husband.

and

However, once she

recovers, her hatred for him becomes apparent again.
Divorce seems to be the only solution, yet it would mean
only disgrace.

Finally Karenin consents to a divorce, but

Anna refuses to accept it because it is the product of
Karenin's generosity.

Ultimately she leaves her son

Seryozha with Karenin and goes abroad with Vronsky.
Society, as Rowe points out, has "no code to apply to such a
love" (71).

During the time when Anna and Vronsky travel

abroad, they are sensitive to the reactions of their
acquaintances.

They discover that most people they know are

tactful about their illegal relationship.

Despite their

personal happiness, Anna is threatened by memories of her
past as well as by the insecurity of her future.
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Vronsky's

nature is dependent upon society; yet they have to choose
their circle of friends very carefully, because in their
situation, it would be best if they are away from the
pressures of urban society.
The test of their relationship is still to come when
they return to the city to settle accounts with the past.
Anna's love for her son becomes intense and she longs to see
him when she arrives in St. Petersburg.

She is not given

permission to see him; instead she is told that her son's
ideals would be shattered by his mother's presence.

Her

love for her daughter does not seem to be as intense as that
reserved for her son.

Her little girl is perhaps to her

the product of her shame.

She starts reproaching Vronsky in

her mind for not being with her to share her unhappiness.
In an unusually reckless mood, she flirts with the guests at
dinner and decides to attend a benefit performance at the
opera that night where all Petersburg will be to see her.
She thus decides to challenge society and her openness
becomes self-destructive.

At the opera, all of the people's

eyes are directed at her.

She is all the more humiliated

when she finds that Madame Kartasova, with whom she was
previously acquainted, refuses to sit by her, thinking that
it was a disgrace; and she leaves excitedly, her face
pale and angry.

very

This incident affects Anna tremendously;

she cries in despair to Vronsky, "It's you, it's you who're
to blame for everything!"

She also tells him, "It was
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horrible!
551).

I shan't forget it as long as I live!" (Tolstoy

Thus in the eyes of society Anna is seen as an

immoral woman, and this thought weighs heavily on her mind,
causing a change in her relationship with Vronsky.
Gradually Anna and Vronsky find their relationship at a
standstill.

Both are irritable with each other.

his love for her is cooling.

Anna feels

Without discussing their

problem, each tries to prove the other wrong.

Anna realizes

that she has lost her son and now she is losing Vronsky.
She has no one else to turn to.
her an outcast.

Society has already made

Faced with his declining love, Anna assumes

his affection belongs to someone else.
her quarrelsome.
abandon me!
775).

Her jealousy makes

She excitedly tells Vronsky: "Abandon me,

. . . What am I?

An immoral woman!" (Tolstoy

She feels that now she is in such a position that any

decent woman would think it unfit to receive her.

She

realises that love is transient, but hate is everywhere.
Their last quarrel begins when Vronsky puts off their
journey to the country to see his mother about some
property.

Anna refuses to let him go, since she is jealous

and suspects him of visiting the attractive Princess
Sorokin.

She threatens Vronsky as he leaves by telling him

that he might have to be sorry for not listening to her.
Immediately after his departure, she feels regretful and
dispatches a servant with a note begging Vronsky to come
back.

When the note misses him, she sends a telegram to his
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mother's home, and the suspense of waiting for a reply makes
her desperate.
advice.

She decides to seek Dolly for comfort and

Her thoughts during the drive are bitter and

distracted.

She reviews in her mind the events of the last

few days, reproaching herself for the humiliating position
into which she has sunk.

She thinks what a dreary business
I

love is: "· . . how dismal it is , how humiliating. .
"

am unhappy, I deserve it, it is all my fault.
(Tolstoy 749).

She has lost both her son and Vronsky.

She

meets Dolly and Kitty and tells them that she has come to
bid them good-bye as they are to leave Moscow soon.
Anna, becoming convinced that all human relationships
are based on hate, goes back home and reads a telegram from
Vronsky which says that he will not return before ten.
thinks of trying to meet him at the railway station.
is not there, she will go to his country-house.

She
If he

On her way

to the station several thoughts crowd her mind--she thinks
of Kitty, of her son and of Vronsky and his cooled passions:
"My love grows more and more passionate and demanding and
his dwindles and dwindles, and that is why we are drifting
apart''

(Tolstoy 754).

She wishes, "If only I could be

anything but his mistress, while caring passionately for
nothing except his caresses!
to be anything else. . .
what it is.

But I can't and I don't want
It is hell!

And that's just

He has long stopped loving me.

ends, hate begins" (Tolstoy 755).
30

And where love

She wonders whether

things would change if she got a divorce.

She realises it

would not bring them happiness, but just absence of torment.
She thinks that she is the cause of Vronsky's unhappiness
and he of hers and that it is impossible to change either
him or her own self.

She loves her son, yet she realizes

that she exchanged him for another love and did not complain
while this other love satisfied her.
Alighting at the station, Anna takes her place in the
corner of the train to avoid other people.

All the people

around her seem detestable -- either ugly, insolent or full
of affectation.

A "grimy, deformed peasant in a cap from

under which his tousled hair stuck out passed by the window,
bending down to the carriage wheels" (Tolstoy 757); Anna has
seen him in her dream.

She starts thinking again and

realizes that she is very much in trouble; then she wonders:

"Why not put out the candle when there is nothing more to
look at, when it is disgusting to look at it all?
(Tolstoy 758) •

But how?"

Anna gets off the train at the next station

and stands on the platform in a daze.

She tries to remember

why she is there and what she intended to do.

A porter

brings a note from Vronsky saying he is sorry to miss her
note, but will return at ten.
you torment me"

She thinks, "No, I won't let

(Tolstoy 759).

and farther along the platform.
it.

She starts walking farther
She stops at the edge of

At that moment a goods train is approaching.

The

platform starts shaking and she imagines that she is in the
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At this point she suddenly remembers the man

train again.

who had been run over on the day she first met Vronsky and
she realizes instantly what she has to do: "She wanted to
fall midway between the wheels of the first truck, which was
drawing level with her" (Tolstoy 760).
delays her.

But her red handbag

With the approach of the second truck she

throws away her handbag and "drawing her head down between
her shoulders, fell under the truck on her hands .
(Tolstoy 760).

II

At this instant she realizes what she is

doing and is horrified.

She tries to get up, "but something

huge and implacable struck her on the head and dragged her
down on her back" (Tolstoy 760).
Thus Anna puts an end to her life.
place for her.

Society has no

She wishes to be a mother to her son along

with being Vronsky's mistress.

She also wants a place for

herself in the society, which is unattainable if she cannot
secure a divorce from her husband.
she cannot live without love.

Her nature is such that

When Anna finds her love

turned to hate, her life becomes a "stupid delusion" and
death provides the only alternative.

As spontaneously as

she had accepted love she chooses death.

Thus Anna cuts

herself off very dramatically from her society which has no
place for her.

Blackmur rightly comments, "She will be

stronger than society because she is the strength of
society, but only so in her death at the hands of her
society" ( 100).
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Chapter III
Edna Pontellier

Just as Tolstoy portrays women of nineteenth-century
Russia, Kate Chopin depicts the nineteenth-century Southern
American Woman in her novel The Awakening.

The primary

concern of Kate Chopin's fiction, as Wendy Martin points out
in her introduction to

New Essays on The Awakening, are

"the celebration of female sexuality, and the tension
between erotic desire and the demands of marriage, the
family and a traditional society" (1).

Chopin emphasized

the importance of individual consciousness in most of her
works.

In 1890, she completed a novel, At Fault, in which

she explores, as Martin points out, the themes of "emotional
autonomy and the

moral constraints imposed by society" (4).

The majority of her stories explore the tension between
emotional and erotic inclination and traditional social
mores, and many develop

the theme of freedom for women from

binding responsibility.

The Awakening certainly is not an

exception.

It is an effectively crafted narrative which, as

Martin points out, depicts "Edna's conflict between
individual autonomy and social conformity" (7).
Martin emphasizes that Chopin was the first woman
writer of her country to accept passion as a legitimate

subject for serious fiction.

Her accomplishment lies in

creating a character who tries to break through "the
paralyzing code of feminine purity and entangling web of
custom that constricted women's lives" (Martin 16).

This

gives The Awakening historical as well as social interest.
The novel mainly deals with the sexual awakening of a woman
in a traditional society and its effect on her.

At the same

time, it describes the emerging individuality of a woman who
refuses to be defined by the prevailing stereotypes of
passive femininity, but who lacks the psychological
resources to resist the tradition of enforced passivity.
Edna's struggle for self-hood is doomed, because there is
little possibility for self-determination for women in a
society where legal and economic practice and social custom
prohibit female autonomy.

Marriage in New Orleans, at the

end of the nineteenth century, the setting for the novel,
was based on the "Napoleonic code" which defined a wife and
everything she possessed as her husband's property.
The novel opens with the reference to two caged birds,
one ''a green and yellow parrot" and the other a caged
mocking bird.

Both of these birds are symbols of the

novel's heroine, Edna Pontellier, who "awakens'' in the novel
and discovers that she is caged in a marriage that does not
allow her to grow or to become a mature, self-critical woman
with a mind and a sexual body of her own.

She is the young

wife of the rich Creole businessman, Leonce Pontellier, a
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man of forty.

She is also the mother of

two children.

Leonce provides a luxurious life for his family.

They

summer at Grand Isle, an island fifty miles off the
Louisiana coast in the Gulf of Mexico.

Leonce works in New

Orleans and visits his family on weekends.

While away on

busines, he sends Edna a box of delicacies-- "the finest of
fruits, pates, a rare bottle or two, delicious syrups, and
bonbons in abundance" (Chopin 50).

Edna also displays her

husband's wealth by dressing well and by being a gracious
and generous hostess.

Being a traditional Creole husband,

Leonce looks upon his wife as "a valuable piece of personal
property" (Chopin 44).

Even Edna's physical being is

subject to his scrutiny and approval.

When she becomes

sunburned, he reacts as though the temporary marring of her
skin is an asset lost.
From the very beginning, Chopin makes it clear that
Edna's marriage has not been a happy one for her.

Her

husband reproaches her for her neglect of her children.

He

expects her to perform her duties of a mother and wife: "If
it was not a mother's place to look after children, whose on
earth was it?" (Chopin 48).
with his business.

He himself is only concerned

He feels that his sole duty is to make a

living for the family; the rest is all Edna's duty.

Edna,

however, is not at all comfortable with the traditional role
of wife and mother, but has difficulty imagining
alternatives.

She cannot be the typical "mother-woman" like
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Adele Ratignolle, who is thoroughly self-sacrificing: "They
were women who idolized their children, worshipped their
husbands, and esteemed it a holy privilege to efface
themselves as individuals and grow wings, as ministering
angels" (Chopin 51).

The conflict between self-sacrifice

and self-realization is intense for Edna.

But instead of

doing needlework with Adele, Edna accepts the invitation of
the sea to "wander

in abysses of solitude; to lose

[herself] in mazes of inward contemplation" (Chopin 57).
Martin is quite justified in saying that, "By rejecting the
centrality of domestic life, Edna gives up the social and
economic scenario that provides the basis for her existence.
Edna is trapped and defeated by the cultural edict of
passive femininity which she has internalized to such an
extent that even her own emotions are perceived as forces
that drive her" (20-21).

Her depression is thus described

by Chopin: "An indescribable oppression, which seemed to
generate in some unfamiliar part of her consciousness,
filled her whole being with anguish.

It was like a shadow,

like a mist passing across her soul's summer day" (49).
Adele is the perfect foil for Edna. She is a striking
illustration of the patriarchal ideal of the submissive
female.

Edna, in contrast, tells her: "I would give up the

unessential, I would give my money, I would give my life for
my children; but I would not give myself" (Chopin 97).
thus revolts against the traditional Creole society by
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Edna

asserting her individuality.

She does not want to give

primacy to nurturing; she will not serve others, but she
cannot serve herself.

On the other hand, Adele builds up

her existence entirely upon her maternal role, allowing her
family to "possess her, body and soul" (Chopin 176).

Her

body appears to have been designed, as Peggy Skaggs points
out in her book, Kate Chopin, "to lure men, to incubate
babies, and to nurture offspring" (90).

To Edna, Adele

looks like a "faultless Madonna" or "some sensuous Madonna"
(Chopin 55).

The motherly woman is "more careful of her

complexion" than Edna, and dresses in "ruffles,"
"draperies," and "fluttering things" that "suited her rich,
luxuriant beauty" (Chopin 58).
perfect as her feminine beauty.

Adele's marriage is as
She puts her husband

Alphonse's preferences above her own in all things.

She

hurries home not so much because she wishes to be there as
because "Monsieur Ratignolle was alone, and he detested
above all things to be left alone" (Chopin 88).

When

Alphonse talks about politics, city news, or even
neighborhood gossip, "His wife was keenly interested in
everything he said, laying down her fork the better to
listen, chiming in, taking the words out of his mouth." They
understood each other perfectly: "If ever the fusion of two
human beings into one has been accomplished on this sphere
it was surely in their union" (Chopin 107).
However, this perfect union results more from the
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extinction of Adele's individuality than from the fusion of
their two identities.

Chopin does not directly suggest that

Adele is less than happy with her role.

On the contrary,

she appears to be delighted with her life, and certainly her
husband and children seem to be happy under her warm,
ministering care.

But at the same time, she has her own

short-comings which prevent her full development as a human
being.

She is pre-occupied with her own physical

"condition." Her entire sense of who she is depends upon her
maternal capacity.

That is why she constantly makes her

pregnancy a topic of conversation.

She also lacks the

aesthetic sensitivity that Edna possesses.

To Adele,

playing the piano is a maternal duty: "She was keeping up
her music on account of her children . . . " (Chopin 69).
Finally, the most limited aspect of Adele's character is her
failure to accept herself as a person apart from her mother
role.

As she perceives herself as a mother-woman, she also

has the tendency, as Skaggs points out, "to perceive others
in stereotyped terms" (93).

This is the typical woman who

was highly accepted by society in late nineteenth-century
America.

Edna, however is very different from Adele; she

loves a life of individual freedom, not the conventional
role of a typical mother-woman.

She is not satisfied with

the basic insecurity of a mother-woman's limited existence.
She would like to perceive herself as an individual human
being, with a sense of herself beyond her passive role of
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wife and mother.
While Adele exists only in relation to her family, Edna
would exist either in relation to herself or the world.
Otherwise, she would be confined completely to the role of a
mother-woman and continue to conceive and bear children.
For these reasons Edna finds her ideal woman in Mademoiselle
Reisz.

She has in abundance the sense of autonomy that

Adele lacks.

She is the independent non-traditional woman,

and so she does not have a prescribed place in society.

rt

is her independence that Edna admires, and for which Edna
seeks her company.

Nobody loves Mademoiselle Reisz; in fact

she is described by others as the most disagreeable and
unpopular woman that ever lived.
beautiful music.

But she does create

Mademoiselle Reisz's playing has a deep

impact on Edna and "sent a keen tremor down Mrs.
Pontellier's spinal column" (Chopin 71).

Although she was

previously accustomed to visualizing emotions while
listening to music, Edna "saw no picture of solitude, of
hope, of longing, or of despair.

But the very passions

themselves were aroused within her soul, swaying it, lashing
it, as the waves daily beat upon her splendid body.

She

trembled, she was choking, and the tears blinded her"
(Chopin 72).
Only through her music can Mademoiselle Reisz express
herself or communicate with other people; and few can
respond with Edna's sensitivity.
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She tells Edna that, to

succeed as an artist, "the artist must possess the
courageous soul."

Then she explains to Edna that the

courageous soul is "the brave soul.

The soul that dares and

defies" (Chopin 115). Another time she tells Edna, "The bird
that would soar above the level plain of tradition and
prejudice must have strong wings. It is a sad spectacle to
see the weaklings bruised, exhausted fluttering back to
earth" (Chopin 138).

Thus she warns Edna, using the bird

symbol, that it takes great courage for a woman to defy the
dictates of society.

More honest than Adele in her

self-awareness, and more dependent upon human relationships
than Mademoiselle Reisz, Edna will not settle for living as
less than a complete person.

Yet Holland is quite justified

when she writes, "Edna realizes that the patriarchal society
is quick to condemn a freedom-seeking woman who neglects her
children since she--rather than her husband--is to care for
them" (35) .
Edna's "awakening" begins merely with a growing
awareness of the inadequacy of her existence.

She "awakens

" first to a sense of vague dissatisfaction, next to the
aesthetic joy of music, and then to the physical pleasure of
swimming.

Her going to the beach with Robert, the young

Creole son of her landlady at Grand Isle, every evening,
which she thought she should have declined, gradually begins
to awaken in her a sense of her own individuality.

Chopin

expresses it thus: "A certain light was beginning to dawn
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dimly within her,-- the light which, showing the way,
forbids it."

She now starts "to realize her position in

the universe as a human being, and to recognize her
relations as an individual to the world within and about
her" (Chopin 57).

As Peggy Skaggs points out in her book,

Kate Chopin, "once the light of self-awareness has dawned,
Edna would not extinguish it, even if she could" (100).
Gradually, Edna's love for Robert starts developing, which
shows that a woman's sexual nature forms an inseparable part
of her whole self.

She starts becoming an "awakened" woman

with an individuality, sexuality and maternity of her own.
Slowly, Edna's relationship with her husband begins to
deteriorate.

Leonce is blind to the fact that a woman may

have a "position in the universe as a human being" (Chopin
57) apart from being a wife and mother.

The same night when

Mademoiselle Reisz's music moves Edna to tears, she finally
learns to swim after having attempted all summer to do so.
That she can actually swim gives Edna a new sense of
freedom.

She no longer needs a nearby hand.

Her

intoxication with her discovery makes her very confident of
her ability;

she wants to swim "where no woman had swum

before" (Chopin 73), and she tries, swimming out alone.

She

is impressed by her success, but there is none with whom she
can share her feelings.

She then chooses to leave Leonce

and returns home. On her way, she tells Robert how she feels
when he joins her-- her feelings of exhaustion, her joy, her
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She

confusion, and the night's being like a dream to her.
confesses that she feels as if she is enchanted.

The two

then spend some time in silence, in the dark, and the
moments of silence seem to Edna to be "pregnant with

the

first felt throbbings of desire" (Chopin 77). Robert thus
becomes the object of her

first

feeling of passion and her

sexual awakening begins at this point.

Meanwhile, Leonce
He calls her

returns and Edna still remains on the porch.
indoors.

Another time she would have yielded to his desire,

but this night she experiences an awareness
never experienced before.

which she has

She refuses to obey him and, as

Holland points out, "responds to his command .

by

settling herself more securely in the hammock" (36).

This

scene, as Skaggs emphasizes, establishes that "Edna's
psyche, her soul rather than her body, is undergoing the
primary awakening" (102).

Her journey to Cheniere Caminada

with Robert makes her feel that she is being let loose from
some anchorage and that "she is free to drift whithersoever
she chose to set her sails" (Chopin 81).

There she awakens

after her long sleep to a new sense of being.

She realizes

that "she herself--her present self--was in some way
different from the other self" (Chopin 88).
Edna's innocent nature makes her commit emotional
adultery without forethought and guilt because of her
loveless marriage.

Yet once she accepts the delights of

love, she should also realize the possibility of great pain
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which can result from love between a married woman and a
single man in the restricted, patriarchal society of 1899.
In contrast to Edna, Robert, a role-oriented and
role-defined Creole, cannot break his community's mores.

He

does fall in love with Edna, but is unwilling to risk an
affair with her-- out of respect for her and for a code
which forbids such action.

So he flees to Mexico rather

than confront his feelings for her.

Seemingly, she would be

willing to risk everything; but Robert cannot commit himself
to such a decision.

Edna then returns to the Pontelliers'

large house in New Orleans, but now she is a changed
personality.

She has tasted freedom and she cannot go back

to her dependent, conformist role.

Realizing herself a

human being with an individuality of her own, she refuses to
be dictated to by her husband.

She discontinues the "at

homes" that she has held weekly for six years since her
marriage and also refuses to attend her sister's wedding.
She also stops supervising the household.

She feels that

her motherhood has been wrongly assigned to her by Fate.
Mr. Pontellier is astonished by her strange behavior.
Holland rightly observes, "As she rids herself of
obligations, Edna gains strength and dimension as an
individual.

She begins to see with her own eyes and is no

longer content to feed upon the opinions of others.

In

becoming aware of herself as the central person in her
experience, Edna defines herself now neither in terms of her
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husband nor of her children" (32).
Edna challenges the two very important concepts of
matrimony and motherhood.

She believes that she can direct

her own life and does not hesitate to throw off her
traditional duties towards her family.

But the hopelessness

of her situation almost overwhelms her: "the voices were not
soothing that came to her from the darkness and the sky
above and the stars.

They jeered and sounded mournful notes

without promise, devoid even of hope" (Chopin 103).

She

becomes aware of the fact that the typical mother-woman
existence can never give her the independence she craves
for.

Her helpless frustration drives her almost to

distraction.

She takes off her wedding ring and flings it

upon the carpet: "· . . She stamped her heel upon it,
striving to crush it.

But her small boot heel did not make

an indenture, not a mark upon the little glittering circlet"
(Chopin 103).

Unable, to make even a tiny mark upon what

Skaggs calls "the encircling traditions that imprison her''
(103), she seizes a glass vase and flings it upon the tiles
of the hearth.

She destroys the fragile vase instead of

destroying the powerful imprisoning forces represented by
the traditional wedding ring.
Next Edna decides to leave home and live independently
on her own.

Her leaving home shows her resolution never

again to belong to another person.

She now starts leading a

social life independent of her husband's circle.
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She

resumes painting, for which she had some talent, and also
starts selling her paintings to make her own living.

At

this time she meets Alcee Arobin, in whom she finds she can
expend her passion for Robert.

But she is quick to realize

the fact that it is not love but sexual passion which she
satisfies through him.

She might ''give herself," that is,

her body, to Alcee, but she knows that he is absolutely
nothing to her.

She undergoes her sexual fulfillment when

she allows Arobin to kiss her.

But she is aware that "it

was not the kiss of love which had inflamed her, because it
was not love which had held this cup of life to her lips"
(Chopin 139).

By the time Robert returns from Mexico, Edna

has fully emerged from among Leonce's possessions and she
greets him, as Skaggs describes it, "with frank and open
joy" (106).

Robert confesses to Edna that he dreams of

asking Leonce to set her free so that he might marry her.
Edna's response to this statement bewilders him: "You have
been a very, very foolish boy, wasting your time dreaming of
impossible things when you speak of Mr. Pontellier setting
me free!

I am no longer one of Mr. Pontellier's possessions

to dispose of or not.
167).

I give myself where I choose" (Chopin

But Robert, who lacks courage, leaves, writing a

message in Edna's absence: "I love you.
love you" (172).

Good-by--because I

From this experience Edna learns, as

Skaggs points out, "that her imagination alone has endowed
Robert with sympathetic understanding, that he comprehends
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no better than Leonce her need to be

recognized as an

individual human being, a person as well as a woman" {107).
At this point, Edna's encounter with Adele is symbolic.
Adele's physical pain in the process of child-birth
symbolizes for Edna the psychological pain she feels is
inherent in motherhood.

The scene preludes for Edna,

Adele's neverending bondage to a child who will overpower
her identity.

Edna cannot let this happen.

She has been

"awakened" to a new life that she herself has created-- and
this new life is liberating.

The pain and torture that

Adele endures in childbirth are repulsive for Edna.

But for

Adele, motherhood is sacred in spite of all its sufferings
and pains.

For Edna, it is a reminder of a woman's

powerlessness, of how her liberty is checked by men, family,
and society.
As Andrew Delbanco points out in his essay, "The Half
Life of Edna Pontellier," "Edna has lost a battle that,
according to the respectable opinion of her time, she should
never have begun.

She has lost her fight against ennui, and

what is worse, she knows it" {103-4).
Edna returns to Grand Isle.

The very next day

She walks to the beach;

despondency holds a firm grip upon her.

She wants no one

except Robert

She is aware of the

and nothing for herself.

fact that a day would come when she would forget Robert and
she would become all alone.

She thinks to herself: "To-day

it is Arobin; to-morrow it will be someone else.
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It makes

no difference to me, it doesn't matter about Leonce
Pontellier--but Raoul and Etienne!" {Chopin 175).

For a

moment, the children appear before her in her imagination.
They seem to her like "antagonists" who would make her a
slave for the rest of her life.

She is sure that she would

never be able to lead the life that she wants to, and any
other life seems to her not worth living.

She becomes the

"bird with a broken wing" {Chopin 175) which she sees on the
beach.

She sees that her power to dictate her own life is

illusory when she cannot forget her obligation to her
children.

She feels that it is her responsibility to spare

her children the stigma that her spiritual and sexual
freedom would bring upon them, since her self-assertion
would be totally condemned by her patriarchal society.
Edna's undressing on the beach symbolizes, as Holland
points out, "her casting off the conventional ethics which
have clouded her existence; she is new-born in her
She

comprehension and acceptance of life's basic urges.

wants spiritual freedom, but realizes that like the sea-gull
with the broken wing that must fly in circles, women's wings
are broken when they attempt such a flight" (37).

She now

swims out into the open sea remembering scenes from her
past: "she did not look back now, but went on and on,
thinking of the blue-grass meadow that she had traversed
when a little child, believing that it had no beginning and
no end" {Chopin 176).

Her husband and children were surely
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a part of her life, but they could never possess her, both
body and soul.

She repeats to herself Robert's parting

message, and her last thoughts as Holland points out,

are

of the two forces, Nature (bees in pinks) and man (cavalry
officer), that dictate women's lives.

It is difficult for

women to gain independence because of their biology and
because "they must justify an untraditional existence
against the heaviest possible odds" (Holland 37).
Edna's defeat lies in her effort to assert her
individuality which was unacceptable to her
nineteenth-century patriarchal Creole society.

In such a

society of the American South, a woman was treated as an
ideal instead of a human being.

She was expected to remain

confined within her family circle and perform her feminine
duties.

Edna cannot accept such an existence and prefers

death instead of a robot-like existence.

swimming out to

death gives_her_�_sense of dignity; she feels the choice
--her
is hers. By choosing death, she frees herself from
continuing an existence that would be miserably mechanical.
Edna's sense of herself as a complete person makes it
impossible for her to perform the roles of wife and mother
as defined by her society.

Her death may be best described

in the words of Skaggs when she writes: "Unable to have a
full human existence, Edna chooses to have none at all"
(111).

Thus Edna falls a victim to her cruel society, and

her defeat lies in her inability to integrate her needs with
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those of her society.
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•
Chapter IV
Conclusion

Social pressures, therefore, play a very prominent role
in the lives of the two women protagonists of Tolstoy's Anna
Karenina and Chopin's The Awakening.

As we have seen, the

social trends in the late nineteenth-century Russian and
American societies were very similar.
by masculine laws.

Women were dominated

They had no freedom of their own.

They

were expected to be confined within their family circle and
perform the prescribed duties of daughter, wife, and mother.
surprisingly enough, traditional expectations remained even
at the very end of the nineteenth century.

A woman had no

identity of her own because she was either someone's wife,
mother, or mistress.

This age was also one of extreme

social repression for women.

Women were not expected to

have any sexual needs of their own.

Thus, women in the

nineteenth century did not have the right to assert
themselves.
conventions.

They had to live with regard to social
Even if a wife was unhappy, it was expected

that she should not fall to temptation.

It was her duty to

make every effort to make her marriage successful.
In the two novels, Anna Karenina and The Awakening, we
find that both the female characters, Anna and Edna, are

1

expected to play the narrow roles of the "mother-woman."
They are confined within the spheres of their families and
are expected to look after their husbands and children.

The

husbands consider them as their private property and are not
concerned with whether their wives are happy.

Anna and Edna

are looked upon as mere objects by their husbands.

Most

women in those days seemed to be happy and accepted their
passive roles.

They performed their duties silently.

But

Anna and Edna, being different, try to cross their
boundaries.

They are not satisfied with their robot-like
They want a life in which they can satisfy

existence.

themselves and have an identity of their own.
live like

human beings

They want to

possessing emotions and passions of

They do not want to live like objects, but would

their own.

like to have a place of their own on this earth.

Anna is a

very natural character who responds to her emotions
thoroughly.

She is unfortunately married to a rational

being who cares only for himself.

Edna, too, is unhappily

married and her husband expects her to perform all kinds of
domestic duties.

There is very little difference between

the Russian bureaucrat Karenin and the creole businessman
Pontellier.

Both Anna and Edna want to cross the boundaries

set by society.

Unhappy with her marriage, Anna longs for a

companion who would return her love.
Vronsky.

This man she finds in

Her love is called by society "wrong love," and

she is called a "mistress" for whom society has no place.
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Edna feels she has an identity of her own and cannot belong
to others.

She is first awakened to a sense of

individuality and then undergoes a sexual awakening.
satisfies her passion through Arobin.

She

She realizes that she

has every right to satisfy her own self.

Thus, both Anna

and Edna try to cross their limits set by society by being
awakened to passion outside marriage.

However, this kind of

awakening is unacceptable to the nineteenth-century
patriarchal society.
Although Anna commits adultery, still she wants a place
She is also not ready to give up

for herself in society.

motherhood, which Edna easily gives up by leaving her
family.

Anna's unwillingness to leave her son shows that

she wants to be a mother.

Anna is not happy with her

unconventional life of adultery.
ashamed of her action.

Unlike Edna, she is very

The impact of her adultery on

society has a great influence on Anna.
role of a jealous woman.

She succumbs to the

She is terribly hurt and ashamed

when she realizes that she has no place in society.

Edna,

on the other hand, wants freedom from husband and children.
She is capable of making a life for herself.
be independent with an identity of her own.

She wants to
She still wants

love and, unlike Anna, is not ashamed to commit adultery.
She believes that she has every right to do as she pleases.
She realizes that it is impossible for her to live the
restricted life of a mother-woman.
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She would never give

herself up to her husband and children, as Anna would do if
she could marry the man she loves.
Unable to find a place for herself in society, having
lost her son and suspecting that Vronsky's love for her is
dying, Anna deliberately makes a decision to end her life.
She also thinks that only by doing so she can punish
She wants to take revenge on him through her

Vronsky.
death.

She tries to fall between the wheels of the first

truck on the train, but fails.

She is overcome by a sense

of fear, such as she had when entering water as a child.
She recollects "a whole series of memories of her childhood"
and for an instant she sees life with "all its bright past
joys" (Tolstoy 760).

With the approach of the second truck

she throws herself under it.

For a moment she is

horror-struck at her action.

She tries to get up but it is

too late.

She asks God's forgiveness: "Lord, forgive me

everything!" (Tolstoy 760).

She thus admits her guilt and

asks forgiveness and then faces death.

That death is the

final truth of her life is expressed by Tolstoy's analogy of
Anna's lighted candle which illuminates her life even while
she extinguishes the light: "· . . the candle, by the light
of which she had been reading . . . flared up with a
brighter light than before, lit up for her all that had
hitherto been shrouded in darkness, flickered, began to grow
dim, and went out forever" (Tolstoy 760).
Edna's suicide is somewhat similar to Anna's.
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She,

-like Anna , makes a deliberate decision to end her life.

She

chooses death because she knows that she cannot lead the
life that she wants to.
terms other than her own.

Life is not worth living to her on
She is not ready to surrender

herself to the prescribed rules set up by society.

By

s wimming out to her death she is happy because for once the
choice is hers and this gives her a sense of dignity.
Freedom is important to her; since society would not allow
She thus frees herself

her this freedom, she chooses death.

from an existence that would be totally mechanical.

She is

not ready to belong to others and will not sacrifice herself
for her children.

She feels newly born herself: "She felt

like some new-born creature, opening its eyes in a familiar
world that it had never known" (Chopin 175).

Her undressing

on the beach symbolizes her casting off her conventional
ethics.

She enters the water totally unafraid.

The sea

seems to invite her ''in its soft, close embrace" (Chopin
176).
sea.

No one can claim her now; she can give herself to the
She thinks of her husband and children; but they

cannot possess her "body and soul" (Chopin 176).

She also

thinks of Mademoiselle Reisz who is the ideal independent
woman, and Robert, who awakens
time.

passion in her for the first

Gradually her strength starts diminishing and

finally it is gone.
but it dies down.

For an instant

she experiences a fear,

She is filled with childhood memories,

remembering her father and her sister.
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She imagines the

spurs of the cavalry officer clang as he walks across the
porch.

Thus her life comes to an end and she faces death

with dignity.

If she cannot live fully like a human being,

she would rather not live at all.
While Anna's death seems to represent her falling
victim to a society in which there is no place for her, Edna
chooses death with dignity, though the ultimate power of
society is clearly suggested by the power of the sea.

In

this context it is worth mentioning that it is highly likely
that Chopin knew Tolstoy's novel; there are striking
parallels between Anna's memory of bathing as a child and
the actual setting of Edna's death.

However, Chopin chose

to emphasize in the scene of Edna's death that she has gone
beyond the possibilities suggested by Anna, though there is
still no place for her in her society.

Thus by reading Anna

Karenina and The Awakening, we may conclude that the two
women protagonists face similar social pressures which
provided them with no other options but to choose death and
fall victims to society.
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